The RAF and the Liberation of 
Western Europe, 1944-45. 


The following is based on the contribution I made to the 50% 
Anniversary display we had at Spring Stampex in 2002. It has 
been added to somewhat, since then, and this is the augmented 
version. It presents examples of mail from the RAF (and Allies) 
during this campaign, looking initially at units initially in the 
UK, and, later, on the continent. There are two examples from 
the Fleet Air Arm serving under RAF command, and one or two 
examples of redirected mail addressed INTO the RAF during 
this period. It concludes with examples of mail from Denmark 
and Norway, after the cessation of hostilities. 


The RAF and the Liberation of E 


Fighter Command of the RAF was split into two commands for the purpose of supporting Operation 
Overlord. One part retained the traditional role of Fighter Command, and was designated Air Defense of 
Great Britain (ADGB). The other part took on the more offensive role of supporting the ground forces, and 
achieving and maintaining air superiority in NW Europe, and was designated Second Tactical Air Force 
(2nd TAF). 

It appears that these two commands were differentiated in terms of the security of postal commun- 
ications by having different censor marks, the ADGB having a design now known by postal historians as 
R11 (a type used extensively elsewhere in the world by the RAF) and the 2nd. TAF having a design which 
we now refer to as R7. This type appears to b e unique to the 2nd. TAF. 


R7/524 from Ramsgate, 
8 days after the start of 
unit censorship. 








R11/507 from Bodmin, 
just 2 days after the 
start of unit censorship. (071 
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A coastal security zone ten miles wide was designated between Boston and Aberystwyth, and from 
Wick to Edinburgh. Unit censorship started in the 21st Army Group (BLA) on April 8th 1944, and 
censorship in the RAF within that zone probably started on the same day. 


Two examples from Scotland: 
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R7/572, posted through FPO 676, located at 
the civilian office in Inverness. 


RAF Bisterne 


RAF Station Bisterne was a former World War II airfield in Hampshire. It was located approximately 
2 miles west of Ringwood; about 90 miles southwest of London. 


Opened in March 1944, Bisterne was a prototype for the type of temporary Advanced Landing Grounc 
type airfield which would be built in France after D-Day, when the need for advanced landing field: 
would become urgent as the Allied forces moved east across France and Germany. It was used by the 
United States Army Air Force as a fighter airfield. It was closed in the late summer of 1944. 
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Aerial Photo of Bisterne 
Airfield - 22 May 1944. 
More than 50 P-47 


Thunderbolts of the 371st 
Fighter Group are dispersed 
along the perimeter loop. 





Radar Stations: 


R7/471, postmarked Pevensey, July 14" 1944, RAF Pevensey was 
a Chain Home radar station. 





The Fleet Air Arm in the 2" TAF 


Postmarked FPO 816 (Proud: BLA), with R7/314, this contains a letter datelined from 819 
Squadron of the Fleet Air Arm. The use of this type of RAF censor suggests a considerable degree of 
control by the 2" Tactical Air Force. However, Sturtivant’s book states the squadron disembarked 
(from the escort carrier HMS Activity) in April 1944 to begin night patrols over the North Sea under 
Coastal Command. These continued for several months, initially from East Coast airfields, and later 
from Belgium, to where the squadron sent a detachment in November 1944. By the date of this 
letter, the entire squadron was based at Knocke-le-Zoute. 
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This item contravenes the theory behind the differentiation of 
R11 to the ADGB and R7 to 2"? TAF. The sender is Sub Lt. 
G.R.Chivers, RNVR. He joined 848 Squadron FAA in November 
1943. From April-September 1944, the Squadron was lent to 16 
Group Coastal Command. From June 14-August 24", it was 
stationed at Thorney Island, hence the 344 triangle of Havant. 


R7/494 with security 845 die head of Swanage. 





R7/130 with security die head 190 of Chichester. Endorsed on the 
reverse: NAAFI, 312 Unit RAF. 
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BIRCHAM NEWTON R,A.F, 
l A nes LYNN, 


The RAF had its own postal service since late 1943, with 
their own post offices at some of the larger stations, such as 
RAF Bircham Newton. 


RAF Sidmouth 


R11/616 on a cover bearing the anonymous Postage Paid m/c. The contents are datelined 
from RAF Downderry, a Chain Home radar station on the coast in the south east corner of 
Cornwall, but the letter is finished several days later from Station Sick Quarters (SSQ), RAF 
Sidmouth — the writer confesses to having contracted measles. I have been able to unearth two 
functions of RAF Sidmouth: one is an Air Crew Officers School from April 1943 to May 1945 
(http://www.rafweb.org/Stations/Stations-S.htm#Sidmouth) , and the second was as a Medical 
Training Depot. (www.40thcosford.org.uk/WordDocs/RAF-SIDMOUTH.doc). They need not be 
mutually exclusive: The Air Ministry had requisitioned nearly all the hotels in the town and these 
were used to house the Medical Training Depot. The Air Crew Officers School may have been a 
separate building. 
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RAF Carew Cheriton, Tenby 


R11/877, postmarked Tenby, June 23, 1944. This is probably from No 10 Radio 
School at RAF Carew Cheriton, where, from 1942-45, RAF wireless operators were 
trained. It was situated 6 miles north of Tenby. 
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31st, 1944 with 487 and 21 Squadrons. 


It may have been that the official privilege envelopes were in short supply, since a number of manuscript 
‘privilege’ endorsements are known. 


Bantf, May 27th, 1944. 
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Weston-Super-Mare, 
July 5th, 1944. 
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RAF Fairford. 

R7/211 postmarked Cirencester April 27" 1944. This location is rather outside the 10 mile coastal 
security zone within which postal censorship was imposed from April to August 1944. However, during this 
time 190 and 620 Squadrons were stationed here as part of 38Group, the Group devoted to SOE and SAS 
insertion missions. 190 and 620 Squadrons were equipped with Stirling a/c as glider tugs. On June 5" 1944, 
as part of D-Day RAF Fairford supported Operation Tonga when 45 Stirlings with 900 paratroopers from 
the 6th Airborne Division departed to secure bridges on the River Orne in France. The following day, 
missions for Operation Mallard were flown as support for the previous day's Operation Tonga. 25 Stirlings 
supported D-Day+1 by transporting the 6th Airborne Landing Brigade to France as re-enforcements. 
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RAF Durrington, West Worthing 


R7/547 from Worthing, June 23 1944. This may be from RAF Durrington. Not 
much can be readily discovered about this unit. However, this is an extract from a blog 
found on the WWW: “....RAF Durrington, West Worthing, a top secret establishment 
which became the first mobile radar station in the world located on a road of a 
housing estate as yet unbuilt and surrounded by festoons of barbed wire were a 
group of camouflaged caravans: generator, A.I transmitter and receiver, operations 
room, VHF crystal controlled R/T van and Admin' guarded by the Black Watch.....” 
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R.A.F. Form 2002D. 


(Lablot)—For use only on letter packets not exceeding 10" x 5” in size. 
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- First used from Merton, SW19, 3.4.44 to 14 MU, Carlisle 
- Re-used from Carlisle, 8.4.44 to RAF Collaton Cross, near Plymouth. 


- Re-used from there to the Ministry of Supply, with R 11/439. 


RAF Privilege Envelopes: Examples of two different printings 
on this page and the next. 





Censor R7/222 with security 813 of Trowbridge. 
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INSTRUCTIONS. . __ 
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to the Base Censor, Army Post Office. 
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Base Censor No.12 on an item handled by BAPO 8 the same day. 
Both the censor and the BAPO were at Antwerp. 
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9.41 Wilhelm Eilers |r, Bielefeld 


The Liberation of the Channel Islands: Force 135. 
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Addressed initially to F/O Rowden, RAF Element, 135 Force. This was the 
force despatched to the Channel Islands to deal with the German surrender. 
The item was handled by the BLA (FPO 758, May 19th, and FPO 306, 
May 24th) en route to the Channel Islands, FPO 138, June 3rd (about 6 
weeks earlier than Proud's EKD for this FPO from the Channel Islands). 
From here it seems to have been re-directed to RAF Stanmore (in m/s, 
under the label). From here it has been (‘formally’) forwarded to the add- 
ressee at RAF Harrowbere on June 7th. 


The reverse of the cover is displayed on the following page. 
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| 168 Squadron was flying Mustangs 
| on tactical reconnaissance duties 
from Sommervieu in France. 
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The squadron converted to Typhoons in October 1944, and extended their 
ties to escorting day bombers. They had moved to Eindhoven by December 
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1944. (B/s FPO 306 17th December 1944). 
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418 Squadron was a Royal Canadian Air Force squadron, part of 
11 Group, ADGB, flying Mosquitos from Hunsden in Herttordshire 
on intruder operations. 


FPO 391, assigned to the RCAF, issued July 19th 1943, and returned 
May 3rd 1945. Not seen by Bailey and Toop. 


Sent from Devizes in January 1945, this was re-directed from 125 
Wing HQ to No.4 (Coastal) OTU. This was located at Invergordon 
(hence the red crayon superscription), but had been renamed 
Alness in February 1943 following expansion of the base at 
Invergordon. 


125 Wing was part of 83 Group, 2™ TAF, with three 
squadrons equipped with Spitfires. 
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From a member of 6 Squadron, Netherlands Air Force, part of 
140 Wing 2" TAF. The Wing was based at Gilze-Rijen in 
Holland at this time (May 1945). 
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R7/493 from Sennen, 
near Penzance. 
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The only RAF censor known from the Scilly Isles in 
WW32, R7/511 is postmarked St.Mary's, 26" June 1944. 
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FPO 298, thought to be associated with 400 Squadron, RCAF, at this time 


(May 1944), based at Odiham, as part of 39 (Reconnaissance ) Wing. 


Bailey & Toop's LKD is 17" February 1944, this item is 3 months later. 
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These two items indicate R7/305 was probably used by 15128 
AMES (Air Ministry Experimental Station — ie radar station). 


The 2nd.TAF in Europe. 
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FPO 763, allocated to 8 
AFPU, in France from July 
1944. Unusually, the item 
was also handled by 8 BAPO 
(at Crepon). Is this double 
handling related to the con- 
temporary water staining ? 
(The imprint of the censor 
stamp of another cover is 
visible on the reverse. 
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FPO 899, possibly in Dusseldort at this time (June 1945). The double censorship 1s curious, 
possibly caused by the endorsement by the writer in the top left-hand corner: ‘Flemish’. 
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Originating from a member of the RCAF serving with the 2nd TAF in Europe addressed to a 
fellow serviceman serving with the RAF in Iceland, this has been posted through FPO 760. The 
item has been forwarded to RCAF Station Sydney in Nova Scotia and handled by RAFPO 001 
6 days later. 
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FPO 653 Batley & Toop 
have this allocated to the 
Canadian Postal Service, 
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-ruary 1944, and returned tı 
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Service on December 2nd, 
1945. This item not only 
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tinued association with the 
Canadians as late as Nov- 
ember 1945, but also 
suggests its location at 
Travemunde. 
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From the 2nd Coxswain, Corporal Hill, 
to his wife on VE Day, May 1945. 
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R7/455 from Great 
Yarmouth, April 17th. 
1944. 








R7/477 from Bourne- 
mouth, April 24th, 1944. 





Postal Security and Operation Overlord: 











Close inspection suggests this 
may be a finger smear. This is 
endorsed on the reverse from 
RAF Shoreham, at this time 
271 Squadron was based there, 
an air-sea rescue unit equipped 
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was 345 Squadron, a Free 
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2nd TAF. 
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Unit censor R7/475, used from Freshwater, Isle of Wight, during the D-Day build-up period, 
April-July 1944. 
Service personnel in the UK had to pay the current rate of domestic postage, and unpaid items 


were taxed. This item has had the tax raised, but not, apparently, levied. As a security measure, 
it has been franked with the telegraph code 296 triangular handstamp, and the framed To Pay 


tax mark of Freshwater. 








R11/623 posted through Sandown, Isle of Wight, 17th April, 1944. Why it has also 
received the anonymous Postage paid mark is a mystery. 






R7/303 with FPO 758, in the 
UK, June 1944. 










US APO 308, moved to 
France on July 14th 1944. 
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Censor R 7/113 of 135 Wing 
(84 Group), based at Selsey 
trom April 11th. to June 30th 
1944 (hence Chichester post- 
mark), flying Spitfires of 222, 
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Two base censor handstamps are recognised with the 2nd TAF, nos.11 and 12. 
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This is the latest known date for R20/11. The location of the unit on the continent 


at this time has not (as far as we know) been chronicled. FPO 901: Proud merely 
notes it as BAOR. 
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R7/92 with FPO 376, assigned to the Second Army, of 15th June, 9 days after the 
landings. This pre-dates Colley & Garrard’s EKD of R7 from France by 3 days. 
The Base Censor was still located at Cadogan Square in London at this time. Note 
the base censor handled the item 5 days atter posting. 
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An example of inter-service (double) censorship. The sender is in 
the RAF, so the R7 would be the unit censor. Why it required a 
second inspection — apparently by army personnel can only be 
guessed. FPO 870 was at Brussels. 
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An item datelined from 5 MFPS, 39 Wing, on captured 
German field stationary. FPO 295: BLA 
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R7/81 posted through FPO 761 11" July 1945. This was one 
of only two FPOs that moved into Denmark after the end of 
hostilities and handled RAF mail (the other being FPO 808). 
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FPO 391: allocated to HQ No.1 British Liaison Unit, Norway, May 1945. German forces 
surrendered in May 1945; four squadrons of the RAF and five of the Free RNAF went to Norway 


at this time to assist in securing the transition to peace. The last RAF unit was withdrawn in 
December 1945, 





FPO 788: Stavanger; interesting return address: 14072 Unit, 129 Wing, Zone 3 BLA. 


And finally: 





Royal Air Force 
Ist Airshow in Holland 
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A souvenir of the RAF Air Display 
at Gravenhage in September 1945. 


